Looking at several European productions of Hamlet between 2001 and 2014, this article examines the stage struggle to 'recuperate' an Ophelia that both discursive criticism and visual objectification bury prematurely -albeit by different means and for different aimswhen claiming, in Laertes's words: 'The woman will be out' (IV.7.189).
In her 'living monument' to reel Ophelias, Carol Chillington Rutter argues that 'Ophelia's role simply vanishes when her body is snatched, and that is bad news […] not just for her but for Hamlet too'. 2 I'd like to argue that the business of disputing Ophelia usually starts from the character's uneven presence in the play and the discrepancy between Ophelia-the-text and Ophelia-the-body. Along with this material comes a whole history of 'snatch'-ing, refashioning, and handling Ophelia for projects that range from historicism to feminisms, textual imperialism to performance studies, early modern conduct manuals to contemporary teenage behavioural disorder studies, French impressionist painting to German expressionist poetry, cinema to pornography, Goth iconography and Manga Shakespeare to music, fashion brand, 3 computer game industry, and recently, and most unfortunately, beverages such as 'Fonte Ophelia' -an Italian brand of still water sold in France or 'Ophelia -Fine Colorado
Ale from Breckenridge Brewery' sold in the USA. 4 If in her book Enter the body, Rutter's project was 'to discover what narrative is silenced in Ophelia is repeatedly 'put out there' -exhibited?, sold? in another snatching game -and recruited, choreographically into a range of projects, and in doing so sets out to explore the 'narrative(s)' anatomised in these stage productions.
Handling the text
In the Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, Ophelia appears in 6 out of the play's 20 scenes and she speaks, in 5 of these 6 in a total of 168 lines. 6 When at home, Ophelia is mostly spoken to; her first self-initiated speech (in II she 'enters distracted' to deliver her longest self-initiated input: 'a document in madness'
(IV.5.179) totalling 74 lines. But even in Shakespeare's playscript, Ophelia's 'presence' amounts to (let alone does and means) much more, whether through the ghosting 'the corpse of Ophelia' performs when it enters (never to exit!) after V. Ophelia was more involved in the plot. She doubled as Marcellus on the battlements, "got mad" when she discovered Polonius's dead body and "went mad" when she lost Hamlet not only over the murder of her father but over his relationship with Horatio, whose eroticism was extensively explored in this production. In Elizabeth LeCompte's Wooster Group's Hamlet (2007, which I saw at the Gdansk Shakespeare Festival in 2012), on the other hand, the choice to double Ophelia with Gertrude (a directorial decision rather than a cue from Richard Burton's 1964 film, which the production emulated and erased throughout) made it necessary to "cut the Ophelia business" -a line scripted in for Hamlet to instruct the computer board team every night. As a consequence, Ophelia was erased in this production from every scene in which both Gertrude and herself should have shared the stage.
In the three productions that make the focus of this article, the overall textual cuts were drastic in order to meet a performance time of 2.10-3.10 hours. While, statistically, Ophelia's part is affected no more than the others', four scenes are commonly up for negotiation. While two of these usually get streamlined, namely Ophelia's only soliloquy (III.1) and the Gentleman's description of Ophelia before her first mad scene (IV.7), the other two, namely
Hamlet's visit to Ophelia's closet (II.1) and her drowning (IV.7), despite both being reported events -one by Ophelia herself, the other by Gertrude -end up being performed on stage.
Two aspects are of interest in this sense and will make the focus of the present article. Firstly, when cutting the Gentleman's description in IV.7, productions trade off the (Gentleman's)
concern that Ophelia's state is a threat to the body politic for the shock effect Ophelia's entrance as "distracted" has on the characters present on the stage and the audience alike, and in the process also eliminate the complex issue of articulating and interpreting "mad"
Ophelia. 7 Secondly, it provides theatre productions that choose to stage Ophelia's closet scene and her drowning a wider scope for voyeuristic psychoanalytical enquiry into madness as sexual and/or social deviance (inherited critically and achieved cinematically). Finally, the most radical departure both from the playscript and from previous stage/film productions this article focuses on is the work non-speaking Ophelia does from her first entrance, by examining how the three productions use this body at disposal and don't 'dispose' of it in Act Her costume and performance were mapping out conflicting stories: the white ballerina tutu constrained into the black bodice summoned up childhood and sexuality, the white ballet leggings with black Doctor Martens made her the live dispute between "good girl" and "grrrl power". The costume both infantilised and idealised the actor's body on display: it was a site of conflicting cultural metaphors and a disturbing sight of objectification, albeit in conflicting conventions (not just in terms of period, but also of medium -dance). In Mugur's production, Ophelia was choreographing Hamlet the play, albeit through a sophisticated game of golf. Her story was one of the three dumbshows that the director scripted into Hamlet; the other two were the Ghost's re-enactment of his poisoning and
Hamlet's silence(ing) during 'To be or not to be' soliloquy. One effect of the dumbshows was to increase the pace of the performance. The other was to render any following speech and action as acts of violence against the respective silent (silenced?) protagonist: the Ghost itself would be present at the re-enactment of its poisoning during the play-within-the-play;
Ophelia would be deprived of speech in the closet scene (played onstage as a dumbshow and commented on by Polonius who appropriated Ophelia's lines). Later, Ophelia would be deprived of action by Polonius (who manhandled her like a puppet to 'look natural' for the nunnery scene), then by Hamlet (in aggressive foreplay and lovemaking, only to be discarded by him), and, finally, she would be raped by Claudius, aroused by the nunnery scene he had just watched. Klata's 'nunnery scene' was equally violent and ended with Ophelia lying on the stage among the scattered books -another discarded object. This was the state in which
Ophelia delivered the speech generally regarded as 'her only unmediated articulation of subjectivity'. Like Luiza Cocora's performance in Mugur's production and Xenia Snagowski's in Klata's, Ophelia Popii's performance in Nica's worked in multiple codes. Her polka-dotted red velvet mini-dress with layered underskirts and her 'fair' hair were not childish but versatile. Her out-of-a-bottle blonde hair spilling out of two red elastic bands matching her red boots, the low neck dress -with one sleeve bursting at the shoulder and held together by safety pins, and the other made of beige lace to match her stockings (forever dropping) -signalled that this Ophelia was not playing but playing with "dumb blonde" and "girl power"
objectifications. She was performing and clowning both deliberately: for Hamlet, she put on an X-Factor -pole dancing number, playing both pretty and erotic; for her father, later, she pulled her underskirt down to her calf (level of 'propriety') but only half listened to his words and gave her replies distractedly because, behind Polonius's back, she was blowing kisses to But Mugur's production did not go for 'decorative madness'. 11 Ophelia's costume changed to a black tube dress whose extra-long sleeves were more reminiscent of a straitjacket than a fashion statement. In both 'mad' scenes she entered abruptly and unannounced. First, she interrupted the King and Queen, following Hamlet's curt dispatch to England, demanded their attention and held it throughout her scene; her 'pray you, mark' (IV.5.28) in this production was closer to a military order, which translated in Romanian literally as 'Attention, please'. Ophelia's exit was equally disturbing in its ambiguity: the 'coach' (IV.5.72), in this production a wheelbarrow, rendered her body both as disposable rubble and construction material. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern's subsequent attempt to give her a 'lasting monument' was equally futile: their project was repeatedly set up to fail, to their increasing frustration and the audience's laughter, as the book tower collapsed because they always started with the smaller books as their foundation. Ophelia, however, was granted a monument of a different kind: in an uncanny take over, Horatio -in a white tutu and black pointes -became her 'living monument' and continued to tell her story during the final act. threatened to bury all stories in a communal grave -a site of erasure but also, as in Shakespeare's Gravediggers' scene earlier, one ripe for disinterring and remembering.
'Exeunt' Yet little of these productions' brave stage work of handling Ophelia, work which overtly tells other stories, is remembered or directly acknowledged. The promotion material for the productions discussed barely notices it; when doing so, it is not in the directors' or the other contributors' notes, but buried among the customary photographic tokens. Even less is visible in the reviews, which either don't seem to notice these aspects or choose to gloss over them in favour of the standard lead-man's story at best contrasted with previous stage versions. A study of the actors' views on the parts of Ophelia they were directed to perform remains a task for the future, and the question: what is the space this live cultural negotiation between theatre practice and academic debate does occupy when it comes to Ophelia performed? is yet to be asked. My concern is that in both cases, Ophelia (the part, body, agency, story) is in danger of being lost to Parsons' fallacy of normative determinism, that is, seeing the normative order as 'constitutive rather than regulative, of the self', 'social actors (qua role bearers) as a reflex of the social system' and 'meaning as a faithful imprint of the cultural pattern.' 13 While perhaps guilty of its own (mis)handlings, my attempt to recuperate stage Ophelias hopes to have done some of the catching up work theatre reviewing needs to undertake in order to deliver the interpretative 'living monument' to Ophelia that theatre practice has been busy building in recent European productions of Hamlet.
